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ON A SUMMER EVENING in 1992, we described our work in Rwanda to Bill McKibben and Terry Tempest Williams as we sat around an Adirondack fire. They both insisted that we tell our story of mountain gorillas, human characters, and lethal conflicts to a larger audience. We were grateful for the interest of two such accomplished writers but failed to follow their advice. As we continued to focus on our conservation work, the Rwandan story grew more complicated, then exploded into civil war and a bloody genocide. Bill McKibben again encouraged us to write a book. His agent, Gloria Loomis, called the next day to say she wanted to meet with us. Bill has given further invaluable advice as the book has progressed, and Gloria has been a staunch supporter of the need to tell the full story: gorillas, people, progress, and despair. We are deeply indebted to their advice, assistance, and steady encouragement.


The Wildlife Conservation Society has supported our work from the beginning. In 1977, WCS gave us a grant to study mountain gorillas and the problems that confronted them in Rwanda. It was a risk to sponsor a young couple with no advanced degrees; it was a bigger risk to endorse our plan to look at the needs of both the gorillas and local human populations. The result was the framework for the successful Mountain Gorilla Project. In later years, WCS backed our decision to expand our work beyond gorillas to focus on a series of more neglected forests, species, and people across central Africa. But the Rwanda story remained untold. George Schaller, WCS Director for Science and our first inspiration to work with mountain gorillas, added his encouragement. In 1999, WCS Vice President John Robinson approved a flexible work schedule to allow us to write this book.


Our work with the Mountain Gorilla Project would not have been possible without the initial support of The Fauna and Flora Preservation Society, under the direction of John Burton. Sandy Harcourt was especially supportive of our ideas and involvement in his role as principal advisor to FFPS. Jean-Pierre von der Becke, Conrad Aveling, Rosalyn Aveling, Roger Wilson, Jeff Towner, Mark Condiotti, and Craig Sholley all contributed greatly over the years to the success of the Mountain Gorilla Project in the field. Eugène Rutagarama, José Kalpers, Katie Frohart, and Anecto Kayitare have continued this work in recent years. Beginning in 1985, we received financial assistance from the U.S. Agency for International Development for a series of more comprehensive conservation projects in Rwanda, with particular thanks to Gene Chiavaroli for his initial support. Rwandan partner institutions included the Office of National Parks and Tourism, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Agriculture, and the National University of Rwanda. Alain Monfort, Nicole Monfort, Jean Pierre van de Weghe, and Thérèse Abandibakobwa opened their lives and homes to us and dispensed valued counsel throughout our early years in Rwanda. In addition to her role as director of Karisoke Research Center, Liz Williamson has provided friendship, updates on the status of gorillas and people, and the incomparable opportunity to revisit the gorillas we first came to know almost a quarter century before.


Martha Schwartz, Susan Lenseth, Marion Vedder, Louise Fox, and Kent Redford read early draft chapters of this book and offered the encouragement needed to continue with what seemed like a monumental task. Bill McKibben, George Schaller, Kay Schaller, Josh Ginsberg, Stacey Low, and David Watts read the completed first draft and provided invaluable advice. David also drew on his own extensive work with the mountain gorillas and our shared experiences to confirm events and fill in many missing facts and incidents. Craig Sholley contributed additional information based on his experiences in Rwanda. Kurt Kristensen revisited painful memories to open a personal window on the terrible first days of the 1994 Rwandan genocide.


It has been a pleasure to work with Bob Bender as our principal editor at Simon & Schuster. He has allowed us to tell our story in the manner we felt best, while improving the final product in many important ways. Johanna Li of S&S helped prepare the final manuscript. Ingrid Li of WCS adapted traditional Rwandan art for use in the book.


Finally, we thank the Rwandan field staff—past, present, and future—of the Parc National des Volcans and the recently proposed Parc National de Nyungwe. Their dedication and commitment to the protection of these world-class sites throughout the most difficult of times is a source of personal inspiration and a model for global conservation.




To our parents—Marion, Chuck, Mary, and George—who raised us to follow our hearts and minds, however far away they might lead us, and to our sons—Noah and Ethan—whose passion for the wild gives us hope for the future
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In the Kingdom of Gorillas contains names of places and people, as well as certain expressions, in Kinyarwanda and Swahili. These are Bantu languages spoken in Rwanda. Kinyarwanda is spoken by all Rwandans, whereas Swahili is a trade language spoken by many northern Rwandans and those who work in the commercial sector. Key pronunciation points are as follows.


 


The letter a has a broad ah sound as in father or mama.


The letter e is usually pronounced like ay, as in say or play.


The letter i is pronounced like ee, as in feel or steel.


The letter o is pronounced like oa, as in oats or goats.


The letter u is pronounced like oo, as in moo or boot (e.g., Uganda is ooganda, not youganda)


 


The combination ny as in Nyungwe is pronounced like the ñ in señor.


The combination ng is like the ng in singer (unless you’re from Long Island). (Say singer, then say inger, then say nger: you got it.)


The combination cy is pronounced like sh, as in shadow.


The combination cu is pronounced like chew.


 


All Swahili words are accented on the second to last syllable. This system works reasonably well for Kinyarwanda, too.


 


Rwandans usually have two personal names, one Western (e.g., Jonas, Thérèse) and one African (e.g., Nemeye, Rwelekana). Use of either is a matter of personal preference. 
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Section One


Under the Gun
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Chapter One
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The View from Bukavu


GO AHEAD. SIT NEXT TO HIM. Adrien deSchryver’s suggestion was part tease, part dare. Amy hesitated, then smiled as she began to crawl toward Casimir, a massive silverback scowling at us from beneath a tree about thirty feet away. Surprised by her eager response, deSchryver grabbed Amy by the belt and pulled her back to his side. For the next thirty minutes, we watched Casimir and his family of gorillas from a respectful distance of fifteen to twenty yards. Thick bamboo limited our views to isolated body parts. The gorillas tolerated our presence, but several stayed completely out of sight and all were clearly nervous. Occasional screams ripped the still mountain air. Powerful smells and strange plants enhanced the sensory stew. We were elated.


Our pygmy guide, Patrice, was calm—seemingly bored—throughout our time with the gorillas. But on our hike back to park headquarters he grew more animated when another creature caught his eye. Patrice stalked his tiny prey until it led to an invisible target. Locating the entryway to the bee’s nest, he ignored repeated stings as he ripped open the rich ground. Within a minute, he returned to our group with a wide grin on his face and large chunks of dripping honeycomb in his hands. DeSchryver grabbed some moss from a tree and showed us how to soak up the abundant honey like a sponge; Patrice preferred to eat the comb, larvae and all. Soon our faces were smeared with an indescribably exotic mix of flavors and substances. On that late summer day in 1973, we entered the land of gorillas and honey.


Five years later, we would experience the wonder of sitting peacefully among mountain gorillas in Rwanda—and the awesome responsibility of trying to save their population from extinction at the hands of humans. But in 1973 we were Peace Corps volunteers in eastern Congo, with much more to learn before we could make any meaningful contribution to conservation.
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WE MET IN 1969 at Swarthmore College and married three years later. Two kids from small towns in upstate New York, we shared the best and worst of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The King and Kennedy assassinations, Vietnam, Kent State, acid rock, Earth Day, Women’s Lib, the Generation Gap, and seemingly endless cultural conflict. Through much of that turbulent time, Swarthmore’s Quaker tradition was a calming influence. While other campuses went up in flames, our passions were doused with a smothering blanket of Quaker understanding—and the admonition to use our learning and experience to go forth and make the world a better place. Following graduation, our budding interest in conservation and an urge for adventure led us to Africa via the Peace Corps. We weren’t qualified for specialist positions in parks or wildlife management, so we joined more than one hundred other volunteers to be trained as the first teachers sent to Congo, which was then known as Zaire.


Our arrival in Africa was more eventful than expected. En route from London to begin our Peace Corps training in eastern Congo, we were scheduled to land in the Rwandan capital of Kigali and change planes for a short hop over the border to Bukavu. An overnight coup in Rwanda had closed the airport, however, and we were forced to make an unannounced landing at Uganda’s Entebbe airport. This was not a reassuring prospect at a time when Field Marshal, General, and Dictator-for-Life Idi Amin Dada was ruling the former “Black Pearl of Africa” with an increasingly erratic and ruthless hand. Worse, Amin himself was due at the airport at any moment to welcome President Bongo of Gabon. After quickly refueling, we took off and headed west toward Congo. As Lake Victoria shimmered below in the early morning sun, our mood relaxed—until the pilot announced that we had been told to return to the airport. We later learned that Amin had seen our plane lift off and scrambled two MiGs to reinforce the order to return. Back on the ground, we watched as our suitcases, trunks, backpacks, and guitars were thrown from the cargo hold onto the runway. Ugandan security agents then collected our passports and ordered us to join our belongings on the hot pavement below. There, we were surrounded by at least twenty khaki-clad soldiers bearing AK-47s and persistent scowls. Parental premonitions about the foolhardiness of our African adventure began to seem all too real.


After two hours of exposure to the equatorial sun, we were ordered inside the small bunkerlike building that passed for Uganda’s international airport. Within three years, its layout would be printed on the front page of every major newspaper in the aftermath of the Israelis’ “Raid on Entebbe” to rescue a planeload of their own citizens seized by terrorists. Our experience was far less dramatic. We spent more than fifty hours of tension-filled boredom, talking among ourselves, nibbling at a suspect mix of green beans, green French fries, and green meat of unknown origin, while drinking rationed supplies of warm Bell lager beer. Ugandan airport workers cast furtive glances our way and rarely spoke. The few who dared to break the silence asked us not to judge their country by this incident.


Our curious captivity included the right to watch the Ugandan national news on the airport bar TV each evening. There we learned that we were “mercenaries bound to destabilize Rwanda.” This was a strange charge to pin on a group of 112 young Americans, two-thirds of whom were women. To document the threat, Amin appeared in person early on the second morning to take a picture of our increasingly ragtag band with an Instamatic camera that looked ridiculously small in his beefy hands. It fell to President Mobutu Sese Seko of Congo to convince Amin that he was holding nothing more than a group of volunteer schoolteachers. Early on our third day, we were released and flown to the Congolese capital, Kinshasa.


Meanwhile, the July 5 coup in Rwanda proved to be bloodless, with no outside interference and apparently little internal resistance. Diplomats would later describe the event as a peaceful transition of power from a stagnant clique of southern Rwandan Hutu to their more dynamic cousins from the northern volcanoes region. We paid little attention to such details at the time. We would learn much more about the regional politics of Rwanda in the years to come.
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BY SOME STROKE OF FATE, we were assigned to teach at a small school along the shores of Lake Kivu, partway between the town of Bukavu, where we had received our Peace Corps training, and the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, where we had first seen wild gorillas. We shared a house in Bukavu with another volunteer named Craig Sholley. Sitting on our front porch most afternoons, we watched dramatic storms sweep across the vast expanse of Lake Kivu, its picturesque islands framed by imposing mountains on all sides. The pulsing red glow of the Nyiragongo volcano dominated the evening sky, about seventy-five miles to the north. To the east, the Congo–Nile Divide rose to ten thousand feet to form the rugged backbone of Rwanda. The border with Rwanda was ten minutes from our house, but in the immediate wake of the coup it was rarely open. Congolese and Rwandan residents crossed back and forth between the border towns of Bukavu and Cyangugu, but foreigners were generally not welcome. When Rwanda did open its doors, visitors were required to be clean-shaven, short-haired, and well dressed. We joked that this would assure that no one but CIA agents could enter. Rumors held that ancient tribal animosities and other dark secrets were shielded by the closed border and Rwanda’s perpetual cloud cover. Most young travelers who reached Bukavu while wandering across Africa were left to imagine Rwanda’s attractions—including the exotic Nyungwe Forest, where an especially potent form of marijuana was cultivated by the mountain forest dwellers for whom Pygmy Thunder was named. Far to the north, a reclusive American woman was said to live alone among the mountain gorillas that made their home in the Virunga volcanoes. In 1974, we received our only firsthand look at the country during a short transit drive through Rwanda to neighboring Burundi, in the company of an American diplomat. Compared to Congo, it seemed a much less developed country, a simple society where earthen huts with thatched roofs dotted an overwhelmingly agrarian landscape. On that Sunday, though, Rwanda’s dirt roads were filled with people: drab men in secondhand Western suits, accompanied by women in flowing robes of dazzling colors. We wondered if they were Hutu or Tutsi.


Adrien deSchryver was chief warden of the Kahuzi-Biega park. Six years earlier, when Congo’s bloody civil war raged around Bukavu, deSchryver was a one-man force for law and order within the park. Poachers had already killed his brother and narrowly missed Adrien himself. Born in Congo (when it was a Belgian colony), with a Congolese wife and family, he was single-mindedly committed to the park and its gorillas. These were eastern lowland gorillas, or Grauer’s gorillas as they were sometimes known from their scientific name Gorilla gorilla graueri. They were one of three recognized subspecies of gorilla. The lowland gorillas of west-central Africa were much more numerous, whereas the mountain gorillas on the other side of Lake Kivu were considered the most endangered of the three. But no one really knew how many eastern lowland gorillas existed in the Kahuzi-Biega park, let alone across their range in the surrounding Kivu highlands. DeSchryver wanted a census of the gorillas. He also wanted assistance with his effort to habituate Casimir’s group and other gorillas for tourism viewing, which he felt was the only way to save the park from intensive poaching. We had discussed our interest in conservation during earlier visits, but were pleasantly shocked when he asked if we would help with the census and tourism. We jumped at the chance. The Peace Corps was supportive, too, agreeing to fund our positions in Kahuzi-Biega as long as we finished our original two-year commitment as teachers.


In many ways, we were fortunate that we began our work in Africa as teachers. If we had started in conservation, with strong pressure to save some park or species, we might have been quickly pulled into adversarial positions with local people and government officials. Instead, teaching brought us into constant contact with Africans and their view of the world. We saw how our students learned and came to understand reasoning and values that shaped their perceptions. We gained firsthand experience working with the dysfunctional Congolese education bureaucracy—and saw how pervasive corruption could crush individual initiative at a very young age. We became fluent in French and learned Swahili, a regional Bantu language that opened up a rich and rewarding world of contact with the large majority of local people who spoke no European language. Most of all, we were able to take our time and absorb the African way of life and culture that surrounded us. We tried to follow the advice of a Jesuit priest who had addressed our Peace Corps group toward the end of our formal training. You will see many strange and different things over the next two years, he said. Always keep a question mark in front of your eyes and ask “why” before you judge something you see as wrong just because it is different. It was excellent advice.


During the summer break between school years, we traveled overland by truck, boat, train, and bus to Tanzania and Kenya. There we saw the incomparable wildlife spectacles of the East African plains. We traveled and camped in ten different parks in habitats ranging from mountains to deserts and savanna grasslands to coral reefs. Our commitment to the cause of conservation grew even stronger. Yet our East African experience also reinforced our perceptions from Congo that local Africans gained little from tourism, while absorbing almost all of the direct costs of conservation. They were prohibited from hunting and other forms of traditional use on lands declared as parks, yet most conservation-related jobs went to people from outside the local area. Park revenues flowed straight into central government coffers. We wondered how Africa’s vast biological wealth could survive in the face of overwhelming human poverty and growing pressures for economic development. It was a haunting concern. Like any important challenge, it was also an opportunity. We had originally thought that only Amy, with her degree in biology, could do serious conservation science. Faced with pressing questions of local perceptions and the true costs and benefits of conservation, Bill saw how his social science background was equally relevant. All that was left was to convince others that a multidisciplinary approach to conservation— one that considered the needs of both people and wildlife—was worthy of support. Such an approach was certainly needed around Kahuzi-Biega, and we felt that it would be of value everywhere we had been during our African travels.
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IN MID-1975, we returned to the United States to secure an affiliation with an appropriate graduate school. We chose the University of Wisconsin because of its strong tradition in conservation that stretched back to John Muir and Aldo Leopold, and its excellent field biology program, which had produced the world’s foremost gorilla expert at that time, George Schaller. Wisconsin also had initiated a radical new program that offered an interdisciplinary Ph.D. in applied conservation science, perfect for Bill’s interests. We intended to take a few courses in our respective programs, absorb as much as we could from faculty and fellow students, and return to Congo after one semester. Complications arose between the Peace Corps and the Congolese park service, though, and our return was delayed. Fortunately, a fellow grad student named Tag Demment had discussed our background and interests with Richard Wrangham, a rising star at that time in the field of primatology. Richard had just returned from a short stay at the Karisoke Research Center in Rwanda, where Dian Fossey was studying endangered mountain gorillas. Richard called to tell us that our applied work on gorillas and the problems confronting them would be of great value if carried out in Rwanda. That there was a need didn’t surprise us. But his contention that Dian Fossey would welcome our work didn’t fit with what we had heard about the strange recluse of Rwanda. Richard acknowledged her “eccentricities”—an extreme understatement, we would learn, even by his British standards—but reiterated the need.


When Wrangham secured a written statement of interest from Fossey, we modified our proposal to fit Rwandan circumstances and sought financial support. In 1977, there were only two U.S.-based conservation groups with significant international programs: the World Wildlife Fund and the Wildlife Conservation Society (then known as the New York Zoological Society). At the time, WWF was considered to have a more applied focus and we approached them first. In a private meeting in Madison, however, a senior WWF official regretfully told us that he had discussed the gorillas’ plight with Fossey and concluded that “the situation was hopeless.” This was a serious blow to our funding prospects, but also a spur to get to Rwanda before it truly was too late to help the gorillas.


We were not confident that our proposal to the Wildlife Conservation Society would be well received. WCS was certainly interested in gorillas: they had funded George Schaller’s pioneering study almost twenty years earlier and had given some initial support to Fossey in the late 1960s. Part of our research would appeal to them, with its biological focus on feeding ecology, habitat use, and population dynamics: all essential factors in the mountain gorilla’s survival equation. The “people” side of that equation was another matter, however. While we were convinced that social and economic factors were just as important as those in the biological realm, this was not a widely held belief in the world of conservation in the 1970s. Fortunately, WCS proved itself not bound by tradition, nor daunted by the task at hand. In September 1977, we received our full request of $11,850 for an eighteen-month project. All we needed was final clearance from Fossey and the Rwandans.


In October, we met Dian Fossey for the first time, at a hotel restaurant in Chicago. We were joined by another prospective researcher named David Watts. It was an awkward dinner, as Dian made small talk and watched the three of us eat while barely touching her own main course of grilled fish. She did, however, unwrap and consume at least a dozen pats of butter during the meal. She also dumped the entire bowl of sugar cubes into her handbag on leaving the table. Back in her room, Dian stretched out her six-foot-two frame on her bed, put on her reading glasses, and began to read our proposal out loud. She stopped occasionally to comment on minor points but raised no substantive concerns—except to note in passing that ecology was boring and that work with local people was hopeless. At the end of the evening, we set a tentative arrival date and asked if there was anything else we needed to do, such as requesting authorization for our work from the Rwandan park service. Dian said she would take care of everything.




Chapter Two
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Why Are You Here?


Why are you here without authorization? Could Rwandan scientists go to Yellowstone, build a research station, and install themselves for as many years as they want? Without permits? Could they establish their own rules and violate your laws?


—DISMAS NSABIMANA, Director, Rwanda National Parks


If you see anyone in the park, shoot them.


—DIAN FOSSEY


ON FEBRUARY 3, 1978, Walter Cronkite began the CBS evening news with a report that Digit, a young silverback gorilla, had been killed by poachers in Rwanda. Few in the listening audience knew anything about Rwanda or its people, but millions had seen Digit reach out to touch Dian Fossey in a recent National Geographic film special. For them this was almost like a death in their extended family. For Dian, it was a death in her only family.


For us, Digit’s death was a deep shock and a dark warning. We were still in the U.S., making final preparations to go to Rwanda to study and help protect its rare and endangered mountain gorillas. In less than a month we would have been sitting with Digit in his forest home. Instead, we were heading into a storm. And Cronkite’s broadcast showed that when it came to gorillas that we knew by name, the world was paying very close attention to their fate.


Our arrival in Rwanda’s capital of Kigali was uneventful. Tall Eucalyptus trees planted under the Belgian colonial regime still shaded its quiet streets, leaving the curious scent that we associated with cough drops in the air. Somewhere, nearly 130,000 residents were going about their daily affairs, yet the urban bustle of a modern capital city was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps this reflected the fact that Rwanda in 1978 had fewer than three thousand registered motor vehicles in a country of almost five million people. One of those vehicles was an old Peugeot pickup truck doing double-duty as a taxi brousse, or bush taxi. After negotiating a rate—and declining the preferred seating offered to Amy inside the cab—we joined almost twenty other passengers for the five-hour northerly trek toward the Virunga volcanoes. Standing in the back and swaying together as we clung to a lattice frame of metal pipes, we passed the time in conversation, reactivating the “backcountry Swahili” we remembered from our Peace Corps days in neighboring Congo. As we talked about our planned work, we realized that our fellow travelers did not share the Western world’s awareness of, nor concern for, the last of the mountain gorillas. Digit’s death was not broadcast on Radio Rwanda.


The slow pace and 360-degree exposure from the back of the pickup gave us time to absorb the changing landscape. The initial stretch was unusual not only for its level paved road, but also for the intensive conversion of the Nyabugogo wetlands, which it bordered. The neatly ordered patterns of well-tended rice paddies completely filled the former marsh. Crowned cranes, black-necked herons, and a few sacred ibises appeared to enjoy full use of the altered habitat, though countless other species no doubt had been eliminated by the wetlands’ conversion. At the end of the valley, an ugly concrete structure proclaimed itself home to a combined pig-raising and molasses-producing project. Funded by the United Nations Development Program, it produced an unforgettable, if indescribable, mixture of odors.


Leaving the Nyabugogo, our dirt track wound up a steep series of switchbacks before leveling off on an extended ridge. To our left, Rwanda’s major river, the Nyabarongo, flowed red with a heavy load of sediments. Yet the surrounding countryside was surprisingly dry: a mosaic of pale browns and greens in which small plots of already harvested sorghum, beans, and corn were juxtaposed with permanent stands of coffee and bananas. Freshly tilled fields awaited the first rains. Halfway to our destination, we slipped into the narrow canyon of the Base River, where a few giant tree ferns stood in silent testimony to a former, more diverse forest community. But beyond that point, nature again yielded to the much greener farmlands of the rugged Ruhengeri highlands, where the rainy season had already begun.


Rounding a long, descending curve about four hours into our ride, we saw the Virunga volcanoes reveal themselves one by one, from west to east, towering over the northern landscape. Our fellow travelers helped to confirm the names which we had read in the works of George Schaller and Dian Fossey: Karisimbi —“the cowrie shell”—its often snow-capped summit rising to 14,797 feet; Visoke—“the watering hole”—with its magnificent crater lake; Sabyinyo —its jagged ancient rim evoking “the teeth of the old man”; Gahinga—“the hoe”—classically flat-topped like Visoke, with a distinctive breach on its western flank; and Muhavura—“the guide”—its 13,540-foot perfect cone visible from all corners of the country. Standing shoulder to shoulder, in camouflage cover of mixed light and clouds, the volcanoes that day seemed like solemn sentinels, guarding the last mountain gorillas that roamed their forested slopes.


In the outpost town of Ruhengeri, we bought some food and negotiated a ride to the park border with the driver of another pickup truck. His load of potatoes provided some relief from the bone-jarring grind up a primitive track of lava rock that led to the base of Mt. Visoke. This was the end of the road. Behind us, the land was cleared of all natural cover, replaced by well-maintained fields that abutted the park along an almost perfectly straight line of the kind that humans like to impose on nature. Above us loomed the more alluring chaos of the remnant forest of the Parc National des Volcans: our home for the next several years.


The foot trail to the Karisoke Research Center began with a narrow cut through a lava wall, where bits of rubbed-off hide testified to the recent passage of elephants—perhaps returning from a crop-raiding mission to nearby fields. After a brief, precipitous climb, the trail skirted the steepest slopes as it wound up and around the southern flank of Visoke. Along the way, it crossed a half-dozen streams and passed through an equal number of open glades. These grassy clearings attracted large numbers of Cape buffalo, whose ample dung testified to their presence. Gorillas avoided the clearings, though, perhaps as much because of the mud, which sucked at our boots, as the open exposure. Finally, after about an hour’s climb and short of breath, we reached the research camp. Karisoke was named for its location in the saddle between Mts. Karisimbi and Visoke. The fantastic shapes of one-hundred-foot-tall Hagenia trees dominated the generally marshy environment and dwarfed the camp’s six buildings. These were simple structures made of raised wooden platforms and frames, over which corrugated tin siding and roofs were nailed. The result was protection from rain, but not from the constant humidity and cold, which, at ten thousand feet, dropped to freezing on many nights. Tired and ecstatic to finally reach our new home, we felt no discomfort as we fell asleep under several sleeping bags that first evening.
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The next morning, we set off to meet the gorillas. Dian Fossey was still in the U.S. to set up a fund in Digit’s memory, so our guide for this first contact was Ian Redmond, a young British biologist who was acting camp manager in her absence. After barely passing Ian’s first test—traversing a ten-foot log bridge across Camp Stream—we followed the edge of an extensive marsh west of camp, then climbed a series of small hills on the eastern flank of Karisimbi. There we quickly rejoined the trail where Ian had left the gorillas the day before. Tracking from that point was a straightforward procession through the gorillas’ nesting site of the night before and on to that morning’s fresh trail. The trail itself was a minor highway of trampled vegetation, punctuated by bowl-like depressions and neatly discarded plant matter where individuals had stopped to feed. Focused on the trail sign, and trying not to trip over the grasping vegetation, we failed to notice when we caught up with the group. There was no sound at all from the gorillas; certainly nothing like the repeated barks from Casimir that greeted our arrival when we followed his family almost five years earlier in Congo’s Kahuzi-Biega park. Instead, we practically stumbled over a small juvenile who was sitting calmly to one side of the trail.


This was Group 4, one of several families named in the order in which they were discovered by Dian. Within minutes of our kneeling down where we could see most of the group, a two-year-old named Kweli approached. He was beautiful, with deep brown eyes that reflected both light and human kinship. His name meant “Truth.” Kweli looked away shyly as he moved to inspect the new white apes more closely. His mother, Macho, sat nearby, calmly observing her infant with the dazzling eyes that earned her her Swahili name. On this first encounter, Kweli gingerly touched the hem of Amy’s jeans, then twirled slowly away in a comic series of spins that brought him back to his mother’s side. We looked at each other with wide eyes and full smiles. Inside, our hearts were pounding as our minds raced to place the experience in some kind of context. But there was no precedent for the wonder of such direct contact across species lines.


There was a sobering side to that first meeting and others over the next few days. Group 4 was Digit’s group. Did the other gorillas remember the attack and Digit’s death? His piercing screams must have accompanied the hail of blows from spears and machetes, and reached the ears of Kweli and the others fleeing the poachers’ attack. How did they distinguish us from poachers? Why did they still tolerate any humans at all?


These questions hung in the air like the perpetual Virunga mist. Yet they didn’t lessen the magic of sitting among wild gorillas, as if we were at a forest gathering with friends. On our second day, Kweli’s seven-year-old brother, Augustus, sauntered up to Bill, paused only inches away, then pushed him gently backward and knuckle-walked across his chest before sitting down to feed on some choice celery nearby. He was clearly bolder than Kweli, and un-fazed by his human observers. For four days, we lost ourselves in the Virunga wonderland. We saw gorillas every morning, and began to learn their individual personalities as well as their family relationships. We walked around Camp Meadow each afternoon and watched black-fronted duiker and bush-buck browsing along the forest fringe. Late afternoon was a good time to work on our Swahili and learn from the Rwandan trackers and other camp staff. At night we would relive the day’s events and experiences. It was a heady time. But it came to an abrupt end with the arrival of a message that we were to return immediately to Kigali to meet with the director of the Office Rwandais du Tourisme et des Parcs Nationaux: the Rwandan national park service, or ORTPN, as it was commonly known.
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DISMAS NSABIMANA was a striking presence. Tall and trim, with a handsome face, he seemed comfortable and self-confident. On this day, he certainly had the upper hand. Pourquoi êtes-vous ici sans autorisation he queried. The question of our presence and who had authorized it was fraught with potential, all of it bad. Dian Fossey could surely explain our apparent lack of authorization to work in Rwanda, we thought, but she was not with us. She had just returned to Rwanda from the U.S. the day before and was resting at the U.S. ambassador’s residence. Still, we assured Mr. Nsabimana that she could account for our status. The problem, according to Nsabimana, was that none of her arrangements had been made with Rwandan authorities.


“Could Rwandan scientists go to Yellowstone, build a research station, and install themselves for as many years as they want? Without permits? Could they establish their own rules and violate your laws?” Nsabimana’s anger grew. In part, he was getting back for the adverse international publicity heaped on Rwanda in the wake of Digit’s killing, and we were much easier targets than the famous Dr. Fossey. But he was also right. No government authorization, in fact, had ever been requested or granted for our work. This was a matter of principle for Dian, as we would learn, who only reluctantly recognized a limited form of Rwandan sovereignty over the park, and none over “her” field station.


It certainly was not the case that we hadn’t prepared for our mission. We recounted the origins of our work as Peace Corps volunteers in Congo, the change of plans to work in Rwanda, our grant from the Wildlife Conservation Society, and the Chicago meeting at which Dian had said she would take care of everything. When we reached this point in our account, Nsabimana responded with a dismissive laugh and shared a knowing look with an assistant seated nearby. He appeared to find considerable humor in the idea that we would expect Dr. Fossey to make any arrangements with his office. In any event, there was little point in arguing our case further. All we could do was apologize and assure him that we would cooperate fully with ORTPN in the future. Nsabimana gave a brief concluding lecture on Rwandan expectations and, after a two-day wait, we were granted three-month renewable research permits.


The tone of our discussion had actually started to change when we described our research proposal. Nsabimana seemed unappreciative of the research then being conducted at Karisoke, with its primary emphasis on gorilla behavior. In contrast, he saw our proposed work on gorilla ecology and population trends as responsive to some key park management needs. Our parallel focus on human issues addressed even more fundamental Rwandan concerns. We knew that Fossey’s research on the social lives and personalities of gorillas had generated global attention, sympathy, and support; now we had an opportunity to demonstrate the relevance of our own more applied research to local and national interests, as well.


We debriefed Dian on our ORTPN discussions the next day at a picnic arranged by the U.S. ambassador, Frank Crigler. We had driven about an hour east of Kigali to meet at an embassy retreat on Lake Muhazi, a marsh-lined body of water surrounded by agricultural and grazing lands. Dian was dismissive of Nsabimana, but otherwise said little about our meeting or anything else. After lunch, the ambassador took us out in a sailboat and told us of his concern for Fossey’s emotional state. He said he was her friend, but also felt that her actions, while well intentioned, were not always in the gorillas’ best interests. He wanted to be kept informed of events at Karisoke and said that he would do anything he could to help Dian and the gorillas. Not yet forty, he impressed both of us as bright, caring, and exceedingly confident. He certainly was persuasive, as Bill learned when he was talked into taking a spin behind the embassy motorboat on water skis. Only when he got up on the skis did he begin to wonder about the hippos and other creatures in the water. He also noticed a group of small herdboys propped on their wooden staffs, each with one leg raised like so many shorebirds, watching intently as he was whipped across the surface at the end of a motorized tether. Bill could only imagine their thoughts. Amy wisely resisted repeating the surreal experience.
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OUR RETURN TO KARISOKE was a welcome relief from the stress of the ORTPN meeting, and the absurdity of Muhazi. Now we could get to work. One priority was to carry out the first gorilla census in more than five years. The last count, conducted over three successive summers in 1971-73, had shown a dramatic decline since Schaller’s total of roughly 450 individuals in 1960. Not only had that number crashed to around 260, but the percentage of young had also dropped significantly. Bill’s first major job was to assess the current state of the Virunga population through a comprehensive new survey.


Following a few more weeks of familiarization with the gorillas and the forest, Bill set out on his first official census foray on March 4. The target was Mt. Karisimbi, the largest and westernmost of the Rwandan volcanoes, which he intended to census in a systematic progression over several months from west to east. Before leaving, he went up to Dian’s cabin to brief her on his plans. She seemed little interested in the census details, asking instead if he wanted to take a gun. When asked why, she simply said, “If you see anyone in the park, shoot them.” The suggestion was unequivocal, as was the offer of the pistol, which lay on a table between them. The lanky form of Dian Fossey was folded forward over the table, as she squinted over her reading glasses to gauge Bill’s reaction. His manhood was apparently on the line; so were some more important ethical and legal issues about foreigners shooting people for uncertain offenses in their own country. Bill silently recalled the experience of Alan Goodall, who had followed Dian’s same blunt advice only three years earlier. Goodall shot and seriously wounded a Rwandan whom he suspected of poaching. Within days, at least five gorillas were herded out of the park in the same area and stoned to death by irate family and friends of the elderly man. Goodall wrote that he saw no connection between the two events, but several others familiar with the killings disagree. Those five dead gorillas from the Cundura region of Karisimbi would not be counted in this census. The gun stayed on the table.


Bill’s first contact with a totally wild group of gorillas came on his second day of work on Mt. Karisimbi. Named that day for the river where Bill found them, the Susa group would go on to become one of the great mountain gorilla success stories, eventually accumulating an extended family of more than thirty members. At that time, however, it had the peculiar composition of one adult silverback male, a young silverback, a blackback male, and a young adult of unknown sex. It was an inauspicious start for a family.


That first contact was especially notable for the long-drawn-out “hoot” series from what appeared to be the senior silverback, whom Bill named John Philip because of the nearby Susa River. From behind a partial veil of vines some twenty yards away, he would slowly shake his head, give off as many as fifteen plaintive hoots—owl-like, but increasingly rapid with a rising crescendo—then leap to his feet, give a quick poketa-poketa chest beat, and return to his seated position, peering out as if to assess the reaction to his performance. Though the other gorillas didn’t flee, this recurrent display seemed to keep them on edge. The young adult stared constantly at the intruder and chest-beat almost as frequently as the silverback. Yet she or he remained in full view barely thirty feet away, feeding almost constantly for more than an hour. This exceptionally long contact also allowed Bill to draw noseprints—the unique set of markings above each gorilla’s nostrils—for each of the four individuals, including the distinctive “double seven” marks that would give the young adult its Swahili name of Saba Saba.


Working with Ian Redmond and a Karisoke tracker named André Vatiri, on the next day Bill found no further sign of gorillas, other than old trails and nests of the Susa Group on Karisimbi’s eastern or southeastern flank. On March 7, the team planned to move its base camp to the south, but Bill came down with a fever and lay in his tent for most of the day. By nightfall, he was sure that he had malaria, probably contracted during our trip to Kigali to meet with Nsabimana. After three previous bouts in Congo, he knew the symptoms well. He also knew they would quickly get much worse if he didn’t hurry back to our cabin and take a curative dose of chloroquine. Early the next morning, Bill set off to find his way back to Karisoke, leaving Ian and Vatiri to continue the Karisimbi census. Growing fatigue made the initial stint hard going, as he had to climb up and over a series of small craters. Once he was on the other side, a thick fog moved in to obscure the view. It occurred to Bill that traveling alone through an unknown forest while seriously ill was not one of his better ideas, but returning to camp proved to be a fairly straightforward process of walking or stumbling downhill toward the Karisimbi–Visoke saddle below. By the end of a four-hour hike, the malarial haze was almost as thick as the mist, and Bill had visions of Cape buffalo behind every bush. It was a surprisingly exhilarating experience, but also a great relief to finally reach our cabin.


A few days of rest, fifteen hundred milligrams of chloroquine, and many cups of hot tea nursed Bill past the worst of the malaria. He wasn’t strong enough to go back to census work right away, but he was able to accompany Amy a few times when her study group came close to the field station. Her work with the semihabituated Group 5 was coming along well. As she came to know these gorillas and their personalities, she was beginning to believe that she could actually carry out her ambitious research plan. It was a great opportunity to spend a few hours together with Amy’s new extended family.
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THE INVOLUNTARY IDYLL couldn’t last, and the Fates soon ordered another large dose of reality to speed Bill’s recovery along. The Rwandan response to Digit’s death and its aftermath had been percolating for three months. Dian and her Rwandan staff had already extracted a certain amount of revenge by capturing and torturing one suspected poacher. Yet while this vigilante action drove one Karisoke researcher to quit and return to the States—a recently arrived anthropologist from Michigan who was appalled by what he saw—it did not seem to greatly concern government authorities. What did concern them was growing pressure from the American embassy, led by Ambassador Crigler, who was well aware of Digit’s international stature. This pressure, in turn, was reinforced by thousands of postcards from irate citizens in England and the United States. Few of these cards showed any concern for Rwanda, its people, or their priorities, but they were blunt in their demands for action to protect the gorillas.


In February, the government of Rwanda had named its senior legal representative in the Ruhengeri prefecture, which included most of the park, to coordinate a response to these concerns. In one of his first acts, Paulin Nkubili presided over a summary trial that produced a four-year prison sentence for one of Digit’s suspected killers. The swift conviction and exceptional sentence for a poacher were intended to send a strong signal, and they did. Another suspect fled across the border to Congo. Nkubili’s next step was also a radical departure from past practice. In late March, he organized a meeting at Karisoke with the conservateur, or chief warden, of the Parc National des Volcans, the political leaders, or bourgmestres, of the six communities that border the park, Fossey, and himself. Bill was invited to attend as a translator, since Dian spoke almost no French.


It was the first time that any of the political leaders had been to Karisoke, and the first time that the conservateur had been invited into Dian’s cabin, where the meeting took place. The social and political dynamics were complicated, to say the least, and the meeting was a series of steps forward and back. Conservateur Banzubase claimed to be doing his best to protect the park, but felt constrained by a lack of men, equipment, and money. He also felt excluded from the region around Karisoke. This was a jab at Dian’s employment of what the Rwandans considered a private mercenary force to patrol roughly 10 percent of the park, or the six-square-mile area that surrounded the research station. Dian countered by saying that park guards were not excluded, only rarely seen. She then went on to make it clear that she felt her people did a better job, and did so without fancy equipment or better pay. Dian also noted that Karisoke patrols spent much of their time in the Congolese sector of the Virungas: a neighboring national park* whose international boundary was less than a mile from Karisoke. Although hurt by their own lack of control over Karisoke, none of the Rwandan park or political authorities seemed at all bothered by this violation of Congolese sovereignty. Perhaps they recognized that Karisoke patrols could help to protect Rwandan wildlife beyond their border; perhaps they just didn’t care. Left unsaid was the fact that Digit was actually killed in Congo: technically beyond the range—and the responsibility—of Rwandan park patrols blamed for their failure to protect him. Our surprise at learning this from Ian a few weeks earlier was surpassed only by the others’ lack of interest in this seemingly important detail. Such was life on a remote frontier, where few could locate the international boundary.


The park patrol discussion came to an end with a final swipe at the conservateur. Dian had been casting covetous looks at two nattily dressed and physically impressive Blue Berets—the elite of the Rwandan military—who had accompanied Nkubili to the meeting. She then suddenly suggested that she would welcome patrols by “men like them.” The open invitation for military intervention was a shocker, and Bill first asked if Dian was sure before he translated the suggestion for others. Nkubili seemed to grasp the potential for all kinds of trouble in this, and quickly said he would take up the matter with other officials at “the highest level.” It was the last we would hear of the idea. Somewhat shaken at the prospect of losing what little turf he controlled, the conservateur responded with a pledge to do more with the resources at his command.


The agenda next moved to matters outside the park involving local people and authorities. Dian commended Nkubili on his conviction of the one poacher, but appealed to him to do even more—and to give longer sentences. The bourgmestre of Mukingo shook his head at this, gave a derisive snort, and said in French, “You put more value on your animals than on people.” Dian glared back at him and stated that Rwanda had “plenty of people—too many.” Before Bill could make an editorial decision on translating that comment for the others, she then turned to Nkubili and raised the ante, asking what he would do with politicians who protected poachers. This was translated, but the bourgmestre ignored the pointed reference and returned to his earlier theme. There is not one Rwandan who could value gorillas more than his own people … we need that land for farms … the park gives us nothing, it’s just a place for you abazungu [foreigners] to play with your gorillas … when they are all dead you white people will go away… remember you are in Rwanda and this is our land.


The words came out in a torrent, in a tone both menacing and mocking, before Nkubili cut him off. It was his job to end the meeting on the best note possible, so he talked of progress already made, the historic nature of our discussion that day, and the need to follow talk with more action in “our common interest.” As his words were translated, Dian stared out the large window to her left. Bill wondered if she was thinking about Digit, who lay buried within her sight less than thirty feet away, or the bourgmestre’ challenge. She made no further response except to thank Nkubili and escort the group to the door. Outside the cabin, one of the bourgmestres apologized to Bill for the comments of his colleague from Mukingo. They agreed that it would be good to talk again, which several of us did over the coming years. But the group never met again.


Later that week, Dian said that she liked “Uncle Billy,” as she had taken to calling Nkubili, and thought he was quite honest. * She was most excited when discussing the Blue Berets, though: “real men” in her worldview. We knew it was going to take a while to appreciate how Dian formed her judgments of others, but nothing prepared us for her bombshell of a few days later. Almost bursting into our cabin one afternoon, she said that her “spies” had important information about the bourgmestre of Mukingo. Asked if he remembered the large, irregular scar on his forehead, Bill said that its jagged shape—along with his combative personality—made him think it came from a broken bottle in a bar fight. But the spies had a different answer: he had had a lobotomy. Bill first paused, then started to laugh. But Dian’s sad eyes and pursed smile revealed a hurt inside, maybe not because she wasn’t believed but because her illusory bubble was so quickly and rudely burst. Meanwhile, as we learned more about the bourgmestre of Mukingo’s involvement with poaching and illegal clearing of parkland, it was increasingly clear what a powerful and dangerous—and fully capacitated—opponent he truly was.




Chapter Three
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Mweza


THE TRAP IS BLIND TO ITS VICTIMS. No hunter takes aim with a bow or gun. The trapper selects a likely animal path, then conceals dozens of cable-wire snares along the trail, each attached to a spring mechanism such as bent bamboo. Whatever steps into the trap triggers the powerful spring. The noose is jerked tight and the sharp wire slices through skin and into the bone as the victim pulls and twists to get free. The struggle is generally futile for duiker and bushbuck, at issue only whether they die before or after the poacher returns.


Gorillas are not targeted by trappers. Rwandans will not eat the meat of this or any other primate, and adult gorillas can free themselves by ripping off the wire by brute force. The grisly evidence of their crude removals can be seen in the frequency of maimed and crippled individuals in the Virunga population. Young gorillas lack the strength for such an escape, however, and can be captured alive. In 1978, this fact presented poachers with an opportunity to sell the infants on a cruelly active market, driven entirely by foreign demand. Some of the buyers were sadly misguided seekers of exotic pets. Others represented illicit animal collectors and unregulated zoos. All contributed to gruesome individual suffering and threatened the survival of the entire mountain gorilla population.


In mid-February, we heard of a young gorilla held captive just across the border in Congo. Alain Monfort, a Belgian advisor to ORTPN, the Rwandan national park service, said that the gorilla was seized from poachers as they tried to cross the border and that it was being kept at Congolese park headquarters. Bill reported this to Dian, but she dismissed Monfort as a non-credible source. A few weeks later, her “spies” reported that the captive animal was a chimpanzee. But when we traveled to Kigali with Dian to renew our visas in mid-March, Monfort again told Bill that it was a gorilla and that he and Conservateur Banzubaze planned to see it the next day. Based on information that the gorilla may have originated in the Parc des Volcans, their goal was to retrieve and return the gorilla to Rwanda.


That was enough for Dian—and another blow to the credibility of her spy network. She whisked us into her Volkswagen van and designated Bill as driver to race Monfort to the border. Dian had a surprisingly acute case of acrophobia, which made her reluctant to drive on Rwanda’s escarpment roads and precluded fieldwork in many of the more rugged parts of the Virungas. We made good time, and the fact that our passports were still at the immigration office in Kigali posed little problem when Dian paid the appropriate bribes, or matabiches, at the twin border posts of Gisenyi, Rwanda, and Goma, Congo. We were too late to reach the park before sundown, though, so we spent that night at the home of Noella DeWalc, a friend of Dian’s. Noella, an artist, and her businessman husband, Michel, lived in an old colonial house on the outskirts of Gisenyi. The interior mixed bohemian and aristocratic tastes, with a spectacular view of Lake Kivu, its myriad islands, and a surrounding wall of mountains. It was a very peaceful beginning to an extremely unrestful series of events.


The next morning, we hurried north past the still smoldering volcanoes of Nyiragongo and Nyamuragira. The rough lava track and a landscape scarred by multiple flows testified to the volcanoes’ prodigious and recurrent activity. Once around the western base of Mt. Mikeno, we arrived at Rumangabo, the main headquarters of Congo’s Parc National des Virunga.


The conservateur walked out to greet us, then led us across a courtyard to the object of our interest. A guard opened the wooden door of a dank, putrid-smelling shed. He picked up a long pole, then poked at the gorilla until it hobbled out into the daylight. Surrounded by a handful of park guards “armed” with sticks and poles and more than a dozen local onlookers, the young female sat exposed in a bare, muddy clearing streaked with the yellow-green of her own diarrhea. As she limped around, it was not clear whether she had lost her foot or simply lost its use. None of us could bear the sight of this poor, tormented creature and Dian insisted we begin discussions immediately to secure her release. First, however, we asked that a more sanitary room be made available for the gorilla, with whom Amy had decided to stay. With much laughter and shaking of heads, the Congolese opened another room. Amy led the gorilla inside, closed the door, and knelt down a few yards from her. A soft “belch” vocalization brought the young gorilla immediately into Amy’s arms, and tears to Amy’s eyes.


The gorilla—probably a four-year-old, though her state of emaciation made her look no more than two—had been caught in a trap at least seven weeks earlier. Yet neither the poachers nor the Congolese park personnel had removed the metal snare from her left leg. The result was a severe and possibly gangrenous infection of a large, pus-filled area around her ankle. Dian argued that removing the wire at that point might cause more harm than good and asked that the gorilla be transferred immediately to her care. The local authorities seemed only too happy to be rid of their charge, realizing that they would be held responsible if it died on their watch. However, the transfer to an umuzungu, or foreigner, especially one who would take it to another country, was beyond their power. This required the personal approval of President Mobutu.


For the next thirty-six hours, Bill again served as translator for Dian as she and the senior park warden negotiated for the gorilla’s release with top government officials in the distant capital of Kinshasa. The negotiations were surprisingly direct, though hopelessly complicated by the poor quality of two-way communication across the thousand-mile expanse of the Congo Basin. At one key point, the tightly rationed electricity for the nearby town of Goma was turned on so that we would be able to send and receive an exchange of telex messages.


Meanwhile Amy remained with the gorilla, whom we had named Mweza: loosely translated as “can do.” During the day, Amy would take her for brief walks in the compound, then go into nearby stands of natural vegetation to collect and bring back preferred gorilla foods. The clinging vine Galium was plentiful but required too much strength to chew. Mweza most appreciated the wild celery. The celery also increased her natural fluid intake and roughage as she was taken off her captive regime of diarrhea-inducing powdered milk mixed with unclean water. At night, while Bill and Dian remained in Goma, Amy and Mweza slept curled in each other’s arms on a straw mattress in a windowless storage room: the only available accommodation for a mixed species couple. Lacking our own sleeping bags, she appreciated two newly purchased wool blankets that helped to ward off the damp chill of the cold Virunga night.


Late on the second day, we received Mobutu’s authorization to take Mweza back to Karisoke, with the promise to release her to the wild when her health improved, or to return her body to the Congolese if she died. We all agreed that carrying her back over the volcanoes on foot would avoid any further problems at the borders—or at least the payment of much larger bribes as we tried to return without our own passports and with an undocumented gorilla. So, while Dian hired a chauffeur to drive her back to Rwanda, we spent the first of several nights in our new ménage à trois.


At dawn the next morning, Virunga park personnel drove us several miles to the edge of the forest. From there, we began the long hike back to Karisoke, escorted by eight armed Congolese guards. Before leaving we negotiated with a local woman to buy a cloth panya, in which we wrapped the young gorilla on our backs, like an African child. It proved to be an excellent solution for carrying Mweza, although we had problems arranging the sling in a way that didn’t cut too deeply into our shoulders. We were sure that an experienced African mother could have straightened us out in no time, but our male escorts professed no knowledge of this apparently gender-specific skill. Fortunately, the weather cooperated and spectacular views helped to distract us as we climbed steadily higher on Mt. Mikeno. To one side, the trail skirted an impressive gorge that cut deeply into the mountain’s flank. Dense stands of giant bamboo, with stems six inches in diameter, mixed with forest vegetation that was much more diverse than on the Rwandan side of the range. Above ten thousand feet, the terrain flattened out and we began to pass through alternating blocks of forest and open vegetation. As we emerged into one of the larger clearings, we were surprised by the sudden appearance of a building on our left. Then recognition set in: not because we had ever been there before, but because we knew the remarkable history of this structure, or at least of some of its more storied inhabitants. We were at Kabara.


Kabara’s first resident had been the American naturalist Carl Akeley. Akeley came to the Virungas in 1921 to join in a binge of gorilla hunting that was legitimized by its practitioners for the purposes of scientific collection. In the twenty years since Oscar von Beringe’s discovery of the mountain gorilla in 1902, forty-three gorillas had been killed or captured by Western-funded expeditions in the Virungas. Five individuals that Akeley shot can be seen to this day in a diorama at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. Moved by subsequent concern for the fate of the remaining mountain gorillas, however, Akeley became a tireless crusader for their complete protection. In 1925, his efforts were rewarded when the Belgian colonial government protected the western half of the Virunga range as the Albert National Park. Later expanded in 1929 to cover all of the volcanoes, Africa’s first national park was established “to make the world safe for mountain gorillas.” It was a noble and timely gesture, which Akeley hoped to follow up with the first-ever field study of the species. Soon after establishing his base camp in 1926, however, Carl Akeley died of malaria and was buried by his wife, Mary, at the edge of the Kabara meadow.


Mary Akeley went on to write about her husband’s work and the natural history of the region. The pioneering long-term study of the mountain gorilla, however, awaited the arrival of George Schaller more than thirty years later. Working from the cabin at Kabara during an eighteen-month period in 1959–60, Schaller was the first to follow and observe wild gorillas on an extended basis. His published observations not only laid the foundation for all future gorilla work, but also set the standard for an entire generation of modern field biologists.


Dian Fossey consumed all of Schaller’s accounts and challenged herself to “out-Schaller Schaller.” Leaving behind an unsatisfying career as an occupational therapist, she arrived in eastern Congo in 1967 with no formal training, but with an exceptionally strong will to succeed. For the purposes of setting up a permanent site for long-term gorilla research and monitoring, she, too, selected Kabara. But the overall political situation in the region had deteriorated dramatically by that time. Even as Schaller was completing his work, the colonial era was lurching to an unglorious end. The wave of independence that was sweeping across Africa in the early 1960s washed over the Virunga highlands. The Belgian Congo became the Congo Republic in 1960 and the U.N. mandate territory of Ruanda-Urundi separated into the independent nations of Rwanda and Burundi two years later. Both Congo and Rwanda entered subsequent periods of political turmoil, and neither could pay much attention to their now divided responsibility for the Virungas. Fossey’s arrival in the region could not have been more poorly timed, as a bloody civil war was reaching a most uncivil climax in eastern Congo. Physically abused and threatened with death, she was fortunate to escape with her life—and the opportunity to start over across the border in the relatively stable environment of Rwanda in September 1967.


Images of Schaller and Fossey loomed large that day at Kabara. And the ghost of Akeley was very much on our minds, too. Vandals had cracked open his burial crypt, the headstone of which lay broken in half across the now water-filled vault below. The inside of the cabin also showed considerable abuse, but it still appeared structurally sound. Nothing could change the beauty of the view outside, however. Shrouded in mid-afternoon fog and draped with mosses and epiphytes, giant Hagenia trees emerged as shadowy silhouettes on the forest fringe. The bright yellow flowers of hundreds of much smaller Hypericum trees added a rare splash of color. The clearing itself was an unusually large expanse of spongy marsh, dotted with rocky outcroppings and grassy hummocks of drier land.


At that point, aesthetic and historical considerations could have conspired with our own fatigue to keep us at Kabara overnight. This was certainly the preferred option of our Congolese guards. Mweza’s health, however, required that we continue on to Karisoke, rather than endure the freezing nighttime temperatures of Kabara without any blankets. We talked the guards out of a threatened strike by asking how President Mobutu might react if the gorilla died, then set off again in the late afternoon. The final leg was unnecessarily long, as our guides claimed to lose their way after nightfall, perhaps to show us that their idea of staying at Kabara was a good one after all. With no alternative, we stumbled on through the heavy underbrush and soggy clearings until the lights of Dian’s cabin somehow appeared in the distance. We were completely exhausted when we arrived just before midnight, almost sixteen hours after we had set off. But we were also energized by the day’s adventure. So, as Dian examined the gorilla, we talked about what to do next.


Dian kept Mweza the first night, then decided that the gorilla should stay in our cabin and continue to sleep with us. She was frail, with sunken cheeks that accentuated her soulful, imploring eyes. During the day, we took her outdoors when it wasn’t raining, and carefully reintroduced her to natural gorilla foods. She walked slowly with a pronounced limp, clearly pushing through considerable pain. We also gave her a sequence of antibiotics as instructed by Dian.


The following week was a roller coaster, as Mweza would seem in quite good spirits one day, only to regress the next. Our shared experiences had bonded us in ways that we could never have imagined, and our own moods mirrored her progress and setbacks. A major breakthrough seemed to come on March 24, Amy’s birthday, when Mweza began to feed herself. Blackberries were her special favorite. We cried in joy when she climbed up on our desk and began playfully pulling books and papers onto the floor. But she could not fully recover until something was done about the wire and related infection, which required professional treatment. Here, we ran into a brick wall of incomprehension. French doctors at the Ruhengeri hospital, less than two hours away, had offered to help with gorilla medical problems at any time, yet Dian refused to allow any treatment for Mweza. At first, we thought this was because of a Karisoke policy against any human intervention with gorillas. Yet poachers had caused this situation and we were already intervening heavily. Dian did propose inviting a Belgian nurse, a friend named Lolly, to come up to amputate the infected limb. We argued that this was unacceptable, but were overruled. Lolly was due to arrive on March 30. Only later would we learn of the failed love affair between Dian and the French director of the Ruhengeri hospital that made her unwilling to ask for help from this obvious source.


Without appropriate care, Mweza’s condition worsened, as did our relationship with Dian. On the afternoon of March 28, Dian appeared as Bill was sitting with the resting gorilla outside our cabin. She had clearly been drinking and began to accuse us of not feeding or medicating Mweza. She then asked Bill to get the bottle of liquid antibiotic from our cabin. Holding Mweza’s head back, Dian poured the pink liquid down the young gorilla’s throat until she gagged violently. Next she tried to stuff some Galium into her mouth, but Mweza’s teeth were now clenched. As she tottered back up the trail to her cabin, Dian mumbled, “She’s dying.”


A few hours later, Mweza stopped breathing as the three of us lay huddled together on the floor of our cabin. Without thinking, Bill began to give her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation while Amy pushed rhythmically on her chest. To our amazement she began to breathe. We sent a message to Dian to tell her what was happening, but there was no response. Less than an hour later, Mweza again stopped breathing. Resuscitation worked again, though this time Mweza was so startled when she came to—not surprisingly, given her state and the white face looming over her—that she bit Bill’s lower lip as he finished a breath. With visions of flapping flesh where his lip had once been, he pried himself loose before the terrified youngster could do any real harm. The next time resuscitation was needed, we discovered that a mouth-to-nose technique works much better, given the flat, disklike shape of the gorilla’s nostrils.


As the night went on, newly arrived researcher David Watts, whom we had met in Chicago with Dian, joined in our vigil. We repeated the resuscitation effort two or three more times. In the end, nothing could help. Not the ridiculous ice packs and hot water bottle that Dian sent down after several requests for help; certainly not her own drunken, incoherent appearance at our cabin around midnight, when she again accused us of neglect before Bill removed her from the cabin. Mweza died before dawn.
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MWEZA WOULD NOT BE the last gorilla that we would see die, many under more horrible circumstances. But she inspired the most grief— and anger. Anger at our own helplessness, anger at Karisoke’s lack of any system to provide proper care, anger at the deeply disturbed mental state of Dian Fossey, and anger at poachers and a world that could put a bloody price on such intelligent, feeling, and beautiful beings.


Over our first hundred days in Rwanda we were exposed to the roles of poachers, politicians, and individual personalities in the life-and-death struggle of the gorillas. Events ran together in a dizzying blur. But it was clear that we weren’t going to be doing research in an ivory tower. The real world didn’t beckon, it beat down our door.




Chapter Four
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Close Encounters


DESPITE MANY DIFFICULTIES, our first few months in the Virungas were also a time of great wonder and beauty. The lives of gorillas and the forest world in which they lived stood in sharply favorable contrast to the problems of the human world.


By 1978 much was already known about gorillas. George Schaller had published The Mountain Gorilla fifteen years earlier, followed in 1964 by his widely read popular account, The Year of the Gorilla. Schaller’s books were the gospel as we knew it and they retain much of their vitality today. It would be another five years before Dian Fossey published Gorillas in the Mist, but the world was already very familiar with her work through two photo-studded magazine articles and a full-length television documentary by the National Geographic Society. Appearing at a time in the early 1970s when the emerging environmental and women’s movements were hungry for heroes, these media productions made Dian a household name and her gorillas a cause célèbre. In the process, they destroyed several lingering myths about the species and turned King Kong into the Gentle Giant of the Virungas.


We had digested all of this information and more before our arrival in Rwanda. But nothing could have truly prepared us for our time in the presence of such exceptional creatures.
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AMY SPENT FAR MORE time with the gorillas than Bill. Her research on feeding ecology and habitat use required a minimum of five to six hours of direct observation each day, and she ultimately logged more than two thousand hours among them. The initial months were a time of gradual introduction, though: a two-way process of learning about each other that created the bonds of trust and understanding that are essential for any effort to reach across the gap between species. This is perhaps especially true for the relationship between gorillas and humans, where the gap can appear so small as to create the dangerous illusion that it does not exist at all.


The exceptional gorillas with whom Amy spent most of her time were known by the unexceptional name of Group 5. As a research group, it was secondary to Group 4, which had been Dian’s primary focus, and not all of its members had even been identified. Still, Group 5 was partially habituated to the presence of observers, thanks to the efforts of previous researchers Sandy Harcourt and Kelly Stewart. Their work, however, like Fossey’s, had focused on gorilla behavior and consisted almost entirely of observations of social interactions during the gorillas’ midday rest period. They had not tried following the gorillas of Group 5 closely while they moved. Harcourt encouraged Amy’s research, but advised that the gorillas might not tolerate it. Following at close quarters was exactly what was required, though, if we were to advance our understanding of gorilla food requirements and preferences—and, ultimately, their survival needs.


Members of Group 5 immediately accepted Amy’s presence in their midst, but resisted the idea of being closely trailed. The white ape was apparently welcome to join them at rest, but not while they moved and ate. Their displeasure was generally limited to cough grunts—gruff-sounding coughs directed at the offending party and intended as a warning to stop whatever she was doing. On two occasions the dominant silverback, Beethoven, grabbed her forearm, which seemed to disappear within the grasp of the silverback’s immense hand as he gently, but forcefully, squeezed. Amy took the warnings to heart and worked at making herself less intrusive by trying a variety of tactics combining distance, posture, and appropriate vocalizations. Within weeks, a mix of both known and novel techniques was yielding the desired result. Paradoxically, the key was moving closer to the gorillas. In this way she was always in sight, rather than staying farther away and repeatedly coming in and out of view as individuals moved through the dense under-story of Virunga vegetation.


Some research was possible even in the early stages of this habituation process, but it was primarily a time of observation and learning about Group 5 and its members. Beethoven was the undisputed patriarch of this extended family. Darkly silvered across much of his four-hundred-pound body, he was both an imposing and calming presence. From his mighty haunches and massive chest to his regal sagittal crest—the bony ridge down the middle of his head that anchored his powerful chewing muscles—Beethoven looked the part of the leader. A second male, Icarus, had the more sculpted body of a younger silverback and was even more physically impressive. Yet his brighter and less extensive silvering, uncertain demeanor, and tendency to remain on the outer fringe of the group underscored his subordinate status. Beethoven was presumed to be the sole mate of the four adult females, and father of the seven subadults—immature gorillas less than eight years old—who completed his full family. It is possible that he was also the father of Icarus.


Gorillas are overwhelmingly social beings. This is never more obvious than during their late morning or midday rest period. For some, this is serious siesta time, but even in repose gorillas appear to like nothing better than to form a simian daisy chain, with each member in direct physical contact with as many others as possible. Amy was deeply moved one day when Ziz, a blackback male, rolled over during a siesta and laid his hand against her arm, linking her to part of the family chain. For those not sleeping, grooming is another way to stay in contact and reinforce personal bonds through the ritualized removal of debris from each other’s rich coat of hair. The heavy Virunga rainfall can be of some help, but the cleanliness of the mountain gorilla’s coat is largely a function of constant grooming of the four- to six-inch-length of thick, coal black hair over much of their bodies. The end result is a healthy, glistening sheen day in and day out, regardless of conditions around them—and a tightly knit family.


Group 5’s composition also allowed a clear view of the social bonding that is central to the mother-infant relationship. Gorilla infants spend their first three years sleeping with and nursing from their mothers. During their first six months they are almost never out of direct contact, held in their mothers’ arms during feeding, lying on their stomachs at rest, and clinging to their chests or backs as they move through thick vegetation. These young infants are also a constant focus of grooming. From six to eighteen months, infants are allowed some limited freedom of movement, but rarely much beyond their mothers’ reach or sight. Even at rest they are often constrained by a discreet, yet forceful, maternal footlock around their ankle or wrist. Roaming distance increases steadily through their third year, and interactions with other infants and older juveniles multiply dramatically during this time. But individual differences also start to appear at that age.


The young infants of two females in Group 5 clearly illustrated the role of personality in gorilla development. Pantsy was roughly twelve years old and a first-time mother of Muraha, a sixteen-month-old female. By curious coincidence, Pantsy’s mother, Marchessa, also had a sixteen-month-old infant named Shinda: a smaller male with grizzled brown tufts of hair who was technically Muraha’s uncle, though they were born only four days apart. From Amy’s earliest observations, there were obvious differences between the two infants. Muraha was far more outgoing and physical, whereas Shinda appeared shy and retiring. Muraha always beat her age-twin in wrestling matches. Wrestling was an uncommon experience for Shinda, though, because Marchessa was very protective of her son and only rarely allowed him to have any contact with others. Pantsy, on the other hand, seemed almost indifferent to the whereabouts of Muraha at that age, letting her move quite freely among the rest of the group and play with older siblings. Perhaps Pantsy figured that Marchessa would help to watch over her granddaughter; perhaps Pantsy was more inexperienced than indifferent. Most likely Shinda and Muraha and their mothers simply had different personalities, as would dozens of other gorillas we would come to know in the years ahead.


Another aspect of gorilla behavior became obvious as Amy began to follow individuals while they fed. Gorillas in groups are supremely social. On the move, plowing narrow trails through thick ground cover in search of food, they operate in a very different context. They are competing for food resources that, while generally abundant, can be quite limited in terms of both quantity and quality at any one place or time. So when two gorillas covet the same juicy stalk of wild celery, immediate hostilities can erupt. This is unlikely to happen between a young gorilla and an adult, since a cough grunt from the latter is almost certain to settle the matter. Competition between adults, however, is another story. Nothing in the literature had prepared Amy for the sudden outbreaks of intense, almost maniacal screaming that irregularly punctuated the otherwise placid feeding bouts of Group 5. Generally no more than ten seconds in duration, these interactions could make seconds seem like minutes and, in some cases, ended only with a sharp bite from the victor. Beethoven even intervened on rare occasions to settle matters with a bite of his own. More commonly, disputes ended when one individual gave in to the superior vocal or physical display of the other. Mostly, these encounters revealed a generally nonviolent, if spectacularly aggressive, mechanism for dealing with competition.
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IF THE GORILLAS OF GROUP 5 fell short of pacifist perfection, their lives were nevertheless marked by an exceptional degree of tranquillity. And for the young, there was plenty of time for play. Gorilla games are similar to those common to most human cultures around the world. Tag, wrestling, and king of the mountain all have their Virunga variations. Play was most common during group rest periods, when two or more young gorillas would start to chase each other through the surrounding underbrush and then engage in a freestyle wrestling match. A fallen Hagenia tree in their midst made the perfect prop for a rough-and-tumble version of king of the mountain, with the added complexity of a slippery trunk and dangling vines as alternate attack routes to the top. And the intertwined limbs of bent and broken Vernonia thickets formed a remarkable imitation of a playground jungle gym— or is the jungle gym a fair copy of the Vernonia clump? Whatever one’s perspective, young gorillas play as much as one third of their waking hours, sometimes even enticing their elders to join in. Gorilla youngsters may not laugh and scream, but they do emit a stuttering “chuckle” and certainly enjoy themselves as much as any human children at play.


Members of the youth brigade of Group 5 made a concerted effort to entice Amy to join in their play. Her arrival in the group was frequently greeted by Pablo, a nearly four-year-old, as an opportunity for cross-species play. His reputation as a gorilla juvenile delinquent had preceded him, however, as had the unfortunate history of an earlier Karisoke field assistant who apparently spent much of his short-lived time with Group 5 playing with Pablo. Great as the temptation to play might be—and it was very strong—Amy was determined not to give in. To leave her role as observer to become a member of the group would alter the gorillas’ behavior and undermine her own research in the process. Far more important, entering into their social lives would diminish their independence and the integrity of their way of life.


Resisting Pablo proved difficult, however, because of his persistence and his preferred tactic of ambushing researchers from behind. This could take the form of an aerial assault from his perch on bent bamboo, or simply grabbing our backpacks and yanking us to the ground if we tried to walk past without paying him proper attention. If our crash landing attracted the unwanted attention of Beethoven, Pablo would look away like an innocent bystander. He would have whistled in mock distraction if he were able. Ziz, an eight-year-old male, took a novel approach one day when we were together observing Group 5. Bill was already on all fours when he felt an arm drape across his back. In an instant, Ziz swung his entire weight onto Bill’s back and lay there, facedown and gently rocking. Though Bill’s first thoughts were of how to spurn the blackback’s amorous advance, he soon realized that Ziz just wanted to play. Ignoring the two-hundred-pound gorilla on his back was not an option, so Bill tried to rock him off, but this only caused Ziz to chuckle and rock more in return. The solution came when Bill dropped his front end suddenly, sending the gorilla to an unceremonious headfirst landing. Ziz picked himself up, pushed off pointedly on Bill’s face with his left rear foot, and walked away without a backward glance.


Even Amy’s policy of passive resistance didn’t guarantee avoiding all play. One day, as she sat in a thicket taking notes on other family members, Muraha and Poppy—the two-year-old daughter of Effie—tumbled down from above and began chasing each other around her. Soon they added a new element to the game by grabbing some of the many dangling vines and pulling them as they ran. After ten minutes of this “circling the maypole,” they had exhausted the vine supply and moved on to other amusements, leaving Amy so thoroughly and tightly wrapped that she had to pull out her Swiss Army knife to cut herself free.


Our clothing and other paraphernalia were also keen objects of attention. Boot laces were always there to be untied—without any interest in learning how to retie them. Backpacks were also fun to spirit away and usually attracted a crowd for close inspection, though no gorilla had yet mastered the mystery of the zipper. The gentleness with which they treated all objects was truly amazing—especially in comparison with the known destructive tendencies of their close cousins, chimpanzees. This extended even to our Zeiss binoculars, which at $600 a pair we were not inclined to leave lying around. But on the few occasions when a gorilla did get hold of them, they were handled with a soft touch worthy of fine crystal, then carefully placed back on the ground. The interest of the younger gorillas also extended to our bodies. The freckles on our arms were particular objects of grooming attention for Tuck, a bold six-year-old, who tried on several occasions to remove them with his fingernails and lips. Tuck’s curiosity extended further one day, when he reached in the top of Amy’s loose-fitting sweatshirt to touch a breast. It was a time when the gorilla’s characteristic gentleness was definitely appreciated.


Gorilla play didn’t always require others. Dangling from bent bamboo and slowly spinning from vines were favorite solitary distractions. So was just sitting and watching individuals and events around them—watching with all-too-human eyes that reflected thought and allowed the easy illusion of understanding. We would endlessly imagine what their thoughts might be, but the bridge that linked our species spanned a deep chasm of incomprehension.


A favorite time in those early months was the end of the day, when we would return to our cabin, change into dry clothes, and talk about the day’s events. Hot tea took the edge off the rude Virunga climate and fresh peanuts roasted in a spicy oil made up for a lack of lunch in the field. As we prepared our daily one-pot meal of some variation on beans and rice, Amy recounted her day-in-the-life with Group 5. Dropping her role as scientist she would comment on the personalities of different individuals, psychoanalyze Pablo, or talk about the comic antics of “the kids.” If Bill had been out with another group that day, he would respond in kind. We had already shared many experiences in our eight years together and we would later have two boys of our own to observe, enjoy, and endlessly discuss, but those evening talks in our first few months, relating our encounters with such remarkable creatures and their parallel world, were exceptional. After dinner it was back to work. Amy would pull out her pack of waterproof notes from the day to transcribe her data. Both of us would type up more social observations for Dian and group movement notes for the long-term Karisoke records. There might be time for a letter home, or maybe even to read. But by nine o’clock, as the ground temperature approached freezing and the humidity hovered near 100 percent, it was often too cold to write or turn pages. Then we would dive under our two layers of sleeping bags to warm up and sleep deeply until just before dawn.
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THE COMFORTS OF A SHARED BED and time to talk became a luxury as Bill’s work increasingly took him away from Karisoke. But when in camp he would help monitor Group 4 or unhabituated groups that ranged beyond the research periphery. Group 4 was especially interesting. It was the most habituated of the research groups, the primary focus of Dian’s work for almost five years. After completing her dissertation in 1974, though, Dian began to spend much less time with the gorillas. Kelly Stewart and Sandy Harcourt and a succession of others then monitored the group’s activities. Both before and after the death of Digit, this was Ian Redmond’s principal responsibility, but Bill would fill in when Ian was not available.


Group 4 was notably different from Group 5. Not only was Uncle Bert the sole silverback, but he was much younger than Beethoven. His broad saddle was a brighter silver, and he seemed to carry his head and shoulders in a more upright manner—though Beethoven was no less imposing for his mild slouch and modest paunch. The strong, musty odor that is characteristic of all silverbacks also seemed more pungent in Uncle Bert. There was no secondary silverback: that had been Digit’s role until he was killed. But two young males were positioned as heirs apparent: eleven-year-old Beetsme and ten-year-old Tiger. As in Group 5, there were several adult females in Group 4. The ancient and weary-looking Flossie was mother to almost-seven-year-old Cleo and three-year-old Titus; Macho had seven-year-old Augustus and two-year-old Kweli; and ten-year-old Simba constantly carried Mwelu, whose still pink face and plastered hair gave away her newborn status. Yet despite the almost equal number of young gorillas, there was much less play within Group 4 than in Group 5, and even the subadults showed less interest in human observers.


Overall, the impression was of a much more subdued gorilla family. Was this due to Digit’s recent murder? Was it their family personality? Perhaps Group 4 was just more accustomed to the near constant presence of human observers. Whatever the reason, Group 4 offered an opportunity to know an array of new individuals and their various family relationships, and to speculate on the reasons behind their behavior.


One day, a torrential downpour suddenly swept in from the Congolese side of the range. Despite the intensity of the storm, none of the gorillas sought shelter, so Bill decided to hunker down and join them. For more than two hours they sat on the exposed western slope of Mt. Visoke: the gorillas stoically hunched over, females shielding infants as the rain poured off their long hair, while Bill shivered as he watched pools of water collect in the folds of his full-body rain gear and wondered what he was doing there. The reward, if not the reason, came quickly in the wake of the storm’s departure, as a wave of sunlight poured over us. Group 5 would have begun moving and feeding as soon as the storm ended. Group 4 not only stayed in place, but the entire family lay back, its members stretching out their arms to expose hairless chests and armpits while basking in the exceptional solar warmth. With little behavior to note, and his own body to warm, Bill stripped off his cold clammy rain jacket and flannel shirt and joined them.


If sunbathing at ten thousand feet weren’t reward enough, the retreating storm stripped the usual surface cloud cover from nearby Mt. Mikeno, five miles to the west. Bared to view and bathed in light, Mikeno’s sheer rock face looked like some up-thrusted granite spike with no relation to the other, less defiant volcanoes. The idea that George Schaller had climbed to its 14,557 foot summit without technical equipment seemed preposterous, even for a giant of field research. But Schaller’s view from the top could not have surpassed that day’s spectacle, as no fewer than eight waterfalls were visible at once. Most were ephemerals: free-falling cascades that danced in the light for ten or fifteen minutes until the concentrated runoff ran out and the spigot closed shut. Three larger falls were still visible after nearly a half-hour. At that time, Bill realized that the gorillas were stirring and Uncle Bert himself stood in full strut above him. Any notion that he, too, was enjoying the view faded with Bill’s realization that Uncle Bert was impatient to move down-slope and find some of the forty to fifty pounds of food that he needed to consume each day. Bill was blocking the way, so he squeezed to the side, leaving what he thought was enough room to pass. Uncle Bert saw matters differently and gave a whack to Bill’s kneecap with his knuckles as he ran by. The bruise lasted a long time, serving as a reminder of how much was left to learn about proper gorilla etiquette.
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